Immunotherapy for head and neck cancer.
Head and neck cancer represents a challenging disease. Despite recent treatment advances, which have improved functional outcomes, the long-term survival of head and neck cancer patients has remained unchanged for the past 25 years. One of the goals of adjuvant cancer therapy is to eradicate local regional microscopic and micrometastatic disease with minimal toxicity to surrounding normal cells. In this respect, antigen-specific immunotherapy is an attractive therapeutic approach. With the advances in molecular genetics and fundamental immunology, antigen-specific immunotherapy is being actively explored using DNA, bacterial vector, viral vector, peptide, protein, dendritic cell, and tumor-cell based vaccines. Early phase clinical trials have demonstrated the safety and feasibility of these novel therapies and the emphasis is now shifting towards the development of strategies, which can increase the potency of these vaccines. As the field of immunotherapy matures and as our understanding of the complex interaction between tumor and host develops, we get closer to realizing the potential of immunotherapy as an adjunctive method to control head and neck cancer and improve long-term survival in this patient population.